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Racing to Equality: A Critique of Female Exclusion in Motorsports
Writing Process
I wrote this article as an assignment for my ENG 198 class. We were originally assigned to establish a
research-supported argument on the subject of gender, choosing the direction we wanted to take. As a
fan of all types of motorsports, I noticed a lack of competition among males and females on the
professional level. There are numerous examples of talented women in the sport, and I believed their
voices needed to be heard. This inspired me to develop this piece of writing. After multiple drafts, peer
reviews, and personal critiques by my professor, I was able to create an effective research paper that I feel
wholly addresses the issue.
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Recipient of the Barbara Farrelly Award
for Best Writing of the Issue

Auto racing is one of the most influential and entertaining sports in recent history.
With a world focused on division and all-out physical battles in its games, racing
uses the roar of the engines and the skills of the drivers to propel viewers into a
spectacle of a season rivaled by few other events. What makes it stand out even
more, however, is its ability to be nondiscriminate as to who can succeed. Those
who may be less physically-inclined can still have the cunning and drive to
outperform their colleagues in skirmishes not thought possible through other,
more physical mediums of competition. The mind prevails over matter, and thus,
the sport is beautifully equalized. Despite this, one divisive issue still remains–the
inclusion of women. The apparent lack of female drivers in numerous forms of
racing is concerning, yet ignored time and time again, even when there are plenty
eager to win. These women have lingered on the sidelines for years, and they
deserve their chance. The stereotypically-masculine environment surrounding
automotive competition discriminates against females, even when women are just
as, if not more capable than their male counterparts.
A large factor that influences hypermasculinity in motorsports is the common
but improper belief that women are physically inferior to men when placed in a
racecar. Overall, the physical and mental demands required in motorsport to stay
competitive and, more importantly, to stay alive, are immense. According to
Michael B. Reid, scientist at the Department of Applied Physiology and
Kinesiology at the University of Florida, and Timothy Lightfoot, scientist at the
Department of Health and Kinesiology at Texas A&M University, drivers battle a
gauntlet of stressors each and every race, including “cardiovascular demand” and
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other physical pressures, as well as “uncompensable heat stress” and carbon
monoxide exposure that can cause long-lasting harm (2553). This does not
include the other forms of stress resulting from these competitions, including the
lack of time between races and worrisome moments before them. The common
misconception surrounding this topic, as developed from an overly-masculine
space, claims that women cannot handle these challenges due to possible physical
and mental differences. Researchers David P. Ferguson, Samuel C. Barthel, et. al.
of the Department of Kinesiology at Michigan State University dive deeper into
these stereotypes to debunk these accusations. They began by studying the
differences in attributes, such as temperature, heart rate, and stress of a varied
group of racers divided by sex, age, and height/weight. Through repeated trials
around the track, their findings were clear: differences in “physiological fatigue
[and] thermal stress” were “not supported” by the data whatsoever (2576). One
specific accusation the researchers debunked is the perceived disadvantage of the
menstrual cycle in women, which is a questionable factor for racers to consider in
the first place. It is widely believed that female racers experience harmful body
temperature fluctuations and poorer blood flow than men because of this. It is as
if male racers and associates are unable to see past these blind assumptions, as
these assertions hold no value whatsoever. The team beat the claim, finding no
link between the menstrual cycle and poorer on-track ability (2576). In all, the
collected information nullified the discussion of inferiority of female drivers, as it
proved that statistically, there is no difference in physical performance between
the two sexes.
This research does, however, leave an underlying question open for skeptics.
If women have no difference in physical performance, how does this stack up
against their numbers on the track? If talented woman drivers set lap records
consistently, would they not be known more widely? A simple conclusion is
found within the question at hand‒women are not given the chance to gain
experience. Ferguson, Barthel, et. al. solidify this argument. By assessing the
control in their study, they come to find that “male drivers had nearly twice as
many years of racing experience” than their female colleagues, explaining why
lap times may consistently be held by men (2576). This is an issue all in itself, but
the reasons why deepen the frustrations as a whole.
One primary component that causes the discounting of women and their lack
of experience in the motorsports space is their rich but hidden history in the sport
as a whole, visibly due to the jealousy associated with masculinity. While
unknown by most casual race fans, countless women have made a name for
themselves in the driver’s seat throughout the years. Beginning at the dawn of the
automotive age, strong women like Joan Newton Cuneo succeeded in showing the
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world what they were capable of. According to Todd McCarthy, author of Fast
Women, Cuneo stunned onlookers and other drivers when she dominated the 1909
Mardi Gras races of New Orleans, breaking records that “incontestably show[ed]
that she could compete” professionally with any male racer (41). However, her
fortune soon turned into disaster when she, along with all other women, were
banned from all forms of AAA-sanctioned racing, as well as other events she had
proven herself in previously. An inspired and talented racer suffered the obvious
jealous actions of the sanctioning bodies of racing for no other specific reasoning
besides gender. These instances are not limited to a single set of events, however.
Helle Nice, French model-turned-racecar-driver, was at the top of her
international racing career in the 1930s and 40s, hailed as the “fastest woman in
the world by stopwatch” by racing aficionados (McCarthy 110). Sadly, this fame
was cut short when a fellow driver accused her of being a Nazi collaborator after
WWII, which was “impossible to prove” according to McCarthy, and almost
certainly was brought about by spite in a previous matchup (112). This was yet
another case of how the rules were bent to conform to the male jealousy that fills
motorsports, exemplifying the stereotypical bias that promotes it.
Another point that leads to the discreditation of women in motorsports
happens to be one of the most recent and glaring in society today‒the lackluster
and seemingly deliberate mishandling of female driver publicity by sanctioning
bodies in the sport. Over the years, ladies that do succeed in motorsports have
been plagued with more outside, media-related promotion, rather than praise for
their talents. Helle Nice was one of these women, as she became known as an
attractive woman with a sexual reputation during her racing career, rather than as
an exemplary driver with numerous wins. Differing from her nickname “The
Bugatti Queen,” she became known as the racer who “readily sle[pt] with anyone
who may advance her career,” which obviously had nothing to do with her driving
(McCarthy 110). This difference in notoriety shapes the way others think about
female drivers as a whole: as a spokesperson of sorts, and not as a skilled auto
driver. The assumption that times have changed may come to mind, but time
knows no boundary with such an issue. Ehren Helmut Pflugfelder, a professor of
scientific writing at Oregon State, notes that ads featuring recently-famous female
drivers like Danica Patrick have been flooded with focus on sexualizing her
appearance, making her racing prowess an afterthought. Specifically in her spot in
Sports Illustrated, Pflugfelder describes her image as prioritizing her figure, while
her “firesuit becomes contextual information” in the background of it all (422).
This is a prime example of sponsors playing into female sex appeal as a marketing
tool rather than promoting women for what they can do on the track. Because of
this, the idea of a female auto driver itself has become even more of a stereotype
to males in the business who feed into toxic masculinity. Not only is this

Published by eCommons, 2022

3

Line by Line: A Journal of Beginning Student Writing, Vol. 8, Iss. 1 [2022], Art. 11

extremely demeaning to the women involved, but it also paints an altered image
of what young girls could have to look up to as role models.
With such a prominently masculine mentality applied to motorsports, the
talented female youth fail to see the true opportunities that they could achieve in
their passion. If a male-dominated sport continues to be portrayed as maledominated, the door seems to be slammed in the faces of the next generation of
racers. Author James Gilboy finds this result due to the “tribalism” surrounding
car culture itself, citing that women are unable to obtain the level of respect that
men have because of their lack of exposure to the atmosphere surrounding it.
Primarily, he feels that it is because they have no male mentor to “get a foot in the
door” for the opportunity to show their worth (The Past, Present, and Future for
Women in Motorsports). Men, who are stereotypically exposed to the sport
already, continuously refuse to guide these women because they feel they are
unable to join the social standing that comes with knowledge of the sport and
vehicles in general. Nevertheless, since the stereotypes associated with female
drivers are still so prevalent, what can be done to break the seemingly unchanging
cycle? The answer is simple: while parents need to encourage girls to find the true
history and facts behind the sport they love and support them if they decide to
pursue it further, heads of racing bodies also need to be open to change. A
revolution begins with a single step, and that should not be overshadowed by
unneeded submissiveness. According to Jill Kochanek, Megan Davis, et. al.,
successful women in racing find a “mental switch'' within them that helps them to
tune out everything but the finish line in their races (7). Ignoring these constant
calls of inferiority and stereotypical disadvantage benefited these female role
models, and it could potentially help little ones reach the top of the podium as
well.
A powerful example of this successful parental influence comes from one of
the greatest female drivers of all time. Michèle Mouton, a French woman, began
her professional life training to be a lawyer, while simultaneously working as a
rally co-driver for a male friend. This path changed, however, with the financial
and emotional support she received from her father to help her pursue her dream
to become a successful World Rally Championship (WRC) driver. According to
Donut Podcasts hosts James Pumphrey, Nolan Sykes, and Joe Weber, her father
purchased a car, fuel, and other racing equipment for one racing season so she
could prove herself as a worthy competitor, and if she failed, she would be forced
back into law school (14:38). This gamble proved successful, as she was able to
secure numerous top-five finishes in her earliest seasons. This jumpstart led to her
still-held records of the first woman to win a WRC event and the first woman to
place second in a WRC Championship, among other impressive accolades. These
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were all against male colleagues, solidifying her talents, drive, and toughness, and
enraging emasculated skeptics. However, none of this would have been possible
without the confidence and guidance of her father, who “was the secret to her
success,” as he believed in the will of his daughter to be one of the greatest,
despite the challenges she may encounter along her journey (35:32). This
incredible story wholly promotes just how powerful the supportive words and
actions of parents can be when raising a child, and it is clear that Mouton found
her “switch” because of them (7).
In compiling this information, I found it valuable to assess the thoughts of the
general population on this issue, so I conducted an interview to better understand
the concerns of parents and the feelings of children surrounding women in
motorsports, as well as in other areas that may be hypermasculine. I centered my
focus on one family, specifically interviewing the parent and children separately
to gauge the feelings of both more appropriately and without outside bias. Leah
Sullivan, a mother of three (two of whom are young women), sees the
discrimination of women in racing and driving in general very clearly, calling out
the “view of motorsports as a ‘man’s world’” and the view that “men [being
considered] superior drivers [as] one of the last holdouts to women’s equality in
sports.” This is a bold observation, as it shows the evident lack of women in
racing when compared to other sports of today who have found a way to be
inclusive. Concerning her female children, she was worried at the prospect of her
little ones facing the reality of gender bias, especially if they pursued a career in a
manly field like motorsports. Her fears are justified, as she works in a maledominated setting already as a chemical plant regulatory executive. In her words,
I feel that [my children] would always be out to prove themselves
to be as good as the men. I feel like no matter what women try to
do, they are constantly trying to prove that they are more than
sexual objects as well. I worked in an entirely man-driven industry
as the only woman, and have suffered from constant downplay
from equals, as they were focused on seeing me as a stereotypical
female object, rather than an equal. I do not want my children to
have the same circumstances.
These experiences have molded the perception of the acceptance of society
today in her mind. However, in the way that all parents want what is best for their
kids, she has a solution to future discrimination and stereotypical actions. By
teaching them to “be strong and stand up for themselves, even if it is not easy,”
she believes that her children will be able to face all aspects of their lives with
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confidence and determination without the fear of being perceived as “less” than
their male counterparts. She hopes that her motherhood will guide her girls to
whatever paths they desire.
From this research, it is also evident that female children often experience
stereotypical discrimination early. Both daughters, Emma and Hannah Sullivan,
have their own interests and hobbies, and they even found the prospect of
motorsports to be somewhat interesting; however, it was revealed that a small
hesitancy to participate in some of these hobbies was due to the overly masculine
pressure applied to situations they had encountered. One daughter described a day
in which she was told not to play soccer by a group of boys “because she was a
girl,” and that it was not her sport. She approached this claim with boldness and
resolve, however, stating that she stood her ground and proved herself to them on
the field. The other daughter recounts no such issues involving herself, but loudly
expressed her willingness to “make sure that everyone knows that I can do
anything boys can” if she was ever faced with them. What does this have to do
with motorsports? The answer is general, but pertains to racing as much as it does
to recess soccer: with strong parental guidance and the drive to succeed against
any challenges, women can do anything they set their minds to, whether it be
racing, working, or playing. The overtly-masculine stereotypes of today in any
field, but especially in racing, can easily be cast off with a smile, perseverance,
and support.
Additionally, the aforementioned mental switch should be flipped in the
minds of executives also, as they need to see past the misconceptions to view the
talent that lies before them. If they could only give these great women an
opportunity to prove themselves in competition, they could realize the detriment
they previously caused the sport. However, to the credit of racing executives,
recent advancements have been made in motorsports to promote female
involvement. The Fédération Internationale de l'Automobile, or FIA, is one of the
most prominent racing sanctioning bodies in the world, hosting almost all
professional motorsports events. In February of 2021, the first meeting of the year
for the FIA Women in Motorsport Commission was held with the legendary
Michèle Mouton as president. According to the FIA highlights of this meeting,
Mouton and 36 others discussed their new, successful “Girls on Track” program
that supports young women in their pursuit of racing interest by offering support
in “a number of areas where youngsters could envisage a career in the sport,”
utilizing physical and digital talks, competitions, and other “workshops” to build
the confidence and experience of these talented women (Women In Motorsport
Commission Eyes New Targets For 2021). It is without a doubt that this push to
involve and build the prowess of these racers, coupled with the leadership of a
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role model like Mouton, has helped them to better see racing as a potential career,
rather than a hobby gatekept by the men who seemingly rule over it. Other
executives should see these strides as the new norm, or as an opportunity to build
their credibility. The new path of racing is clearly inclusive, and all of importance
in the field should respect and uphold it.
In all, when drivers strap on their helmets, spectators cannot see their gender,
but rather their true prowess and success on the track. Male or female, the first car
to finish wins, and that cannot be diminished by the false stereotypes the sport
presents time and time again. Women can strive in the beautiful sport of auto
racing, and it all starts with simple support and an open mind.
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